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ABSTRACT: Magico – religious rites in treating physical and mental ailments once widespread 
in ancient India are still prevalent among the tribals / primitive societies.  This study shows that 
it is based on a scientifically sound psychological approach.  Magical incantation and other 
religious rites performed to cure the disease unknowingly affect the mind of patient who in turn 
subjected to have autosuggestions of getting cured.  This generates a kind of psychic energy in 
him which then helps him to regain the natural capacity of the body to recover from the ailments. 
 
Traditional Medicine of the Tribals of India 
although based on herbalism, is largely 
depended on incantation of magical verses 
and sacrificial rites.  The magico religious 
practice in treating physical and mental 
ailments were widespread in the prehistoric 
India especially during the Atharvavedic 
period.  Atharvaveda declares “There are 
hundreds of medical practitioners and 
thousands of herbals, but that which could 
be achieved by a collective effort of them 
all, could be done singly by a charmed 
amulet”. During Atharvavedic period, there 
existed two main types of healing arts: (i) 
that largely depended upon incantations of 
magical verses and sacrificial rites and (ii) 
involved a combinations of magical formula 
which depended heavily on the empirical or 
rational use of many herbals and other 
medicaments of animal or / and  mineral 
origin.  The shift of emphasis in medical 
thinking from supernatural and magical 
belief to a scientific and rational enquiry and 
original thinking occurred around 3000 BC.  
From this period and up to 200 AD 
witnessed tremendous progress in the Indian 
Medicine which was in  fact, the most 
creative period of Indian Medical history.   
During this period the traditional medicine 
in the urban areas especially among the elite, 
evolved and grew into a highly ordered, 
scientifically oriented and systematized 
knowledge called Ayurveda.  But the tribals 
and most of the people living in the rural 
villages continued to practice the 
Atharvavedic type of medicine.  The 
Ayurvedic system also did not, however, 
completely get rid of the magico-religious 
concept of Atharvavedic medicine.  The 
Ayurvedic treatises of Charka and Sushruta 
refers the role of spirits and superhuman 
involvements as causes of many diseases 
and therefore, incorporated many magico-
religious practices in treating those diseases. 
 
The tribals living in isolated areas where the 
civilization has not reached remained static 
and preserved most of the Atharvavedic type 
of medical practice.  However, the 
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villages adjoining the civilized societies has 
incorporated many elements of Ayurvedic 
medicine, as well as from other alien sources 
though the process of continuous 
intercultural.  But, they also still continue to 
use many Atharvavedic practices like 
divining, incantation and preparations of 
charms and amulets in treating human 
ailments. 
 
Magical rites, divinations incantations etc. in 
treating human ailments are very common 
practice among all the tribal communities 
and rural villagers of all over the world.  A 
careful study on the efficacy of these 
magical practices in treating human ailments 
reveals that the people who believe in this 
system get really cured.  The present paper 
makes a study into the scientific principle 
involved behind the magical medicines. 
 
The role of autosuggestion in 
magicomedicines: 
 
It is the power of autosuggestions that 
knowingly or unknowingly happens with the 
patients who have faith in the magico – 
religious medicine.  They believe that the 
diseases are due to certain evil eye or the 
work of evil spirits or the wrath of Gods and 
therefore, firmly believe that the priest 
physician of the clan or tribe have the power 
and knowledge to toward off these evil 
effects or appease the Gods and thereby 
effect cures to them.  This faith 
unknowingly works in their subconscious 
mind which they give them a confidence and 
finally get cured. 
 
The power of auto – suggestion was perhaps 
understood well by the ancient man and this 
probably has led to the origin and evolution 
of magico – medicine, incantation and use of 
“charms” or “amulets” etc. for healing 
diseases.  This practice still exists in almost 
all traditional medicines of the primitive 
societies. 
 
Such practices of healing by magical 
incantations or divine interventions are 
probably nothing but the application of 
man’s psychic energy over his body’s 
various functions including self-  resistance 
and natural healing.  It might have been 
started as isolated individual achievements 
among the ancient people, but later they 
found  that they can exercise the psychic 
power and influence the mental conditions 
of others.  This later evolved into the magico 
–  religious medicine and the priest – 
physicians among the primitive communities 
of the ancient part.  By this method the 
priest – physicians were able to induce auto 
– suggestions in the patients for getting fast 
healing or recovery from both physical and 
mental ailments.  This must have further led 
to the origin of magico –  medicine and 
practice of Atharvavedic period and the 
witch – craft by the priest – physicians, who 
are mostly the chief of the tribal community.  
Later, it might have been combined with the 
herbal medicine and evolved the faith or 
magic healing along with the administration 
of herbal medicine as practiced by most of 
the primitive  tribals in the world.  Since 
these people were unable to explain this 
miraculous powers of their psychic energy, 
they attached such powers to some 
supernatural or divine origin and 
interference.  In course of time, they came to 
believe that the very cause of human 
ailments was due to some other invisible 
forces which they believed to be the work of 
evil spirits.  But it must be pointed out here 
that the faith that the common men had in 
the powers of their priest – physicians has 
yielded good results and they are able to 
carry out effective psychic treatments   
through incantations or “charms” etc.  This 
is also true in the power of prayers or faith Pages 213 - 215 
 
healing advocated by many religious sects as 
well as the tribal societies in the world. 
 
Modern views on disease and role of 
autosuggestion in treatment 
 
Modern medicine recognizes the fact that 
most of the human diseases today are of 
psychosomatic in origin.  Studies strongly 
indicate that virtually every ill that can be 
fall the body from the common cold to 
Cancer and heart diseases can be influenced 
positively or negatively by a person’s mental 
state (Brody, 1983).  Some persons are in 
the habit of thinking of imaginary diseases 
in them and as a result, these persons 
ultimately become victims of their 
imaginations.  Similarly those who are 
always confident, optimistic and feel healthy 
and well –  being will remain healthy and 
attain everything for which they had strong 
desires.  Aided by new biochemical 
technique and vastly expanded 
understanding of immunology and neuro 
chemistry, the psychoneurotic monological 
scientists show that emotion acting through 
the brain can affect nervous system function, 
hormone levels and immunological 
responses.  They suggest that psychotherapy 
and behavioural techniques should be an 
integral  part of preventive and therapeutic 
medicine (Broady, 1983).  Modern 
psychologist and psychiatrists tell that 
strong and repeated autosuggestion of 
wellbeing stimulate the recuperative power 
of the body organs to carryout effectively its 
inborn repair mechanism at a faster rate.  
Now psychologists have discovered that 
human beings can alter their lives and 
physical well being by altering their attitude 
of mind.  This forms the basic lesson in all 
mental developmental programmes.  There 
are now many methods like bioenergetics, 
psycho synthesis, silva mind control Africa, 
Rolfiny meditation, Transcendental 
meditations, Yoga and many other varieties 
of standard encounter techniques available 
in these days; all intended for personal 
growth programme to raise the 
consciousness or in search of enlightment.   
Mercus Aurelius, one of our great thinkers 
of antiquity, who said that a man’s life is 
what his thought make of it.  Some 
psychologists of our age also remarked : 
“There is deep tendency in human nature to 
become precisely like that which you 
habitually imagine yourself to be.”  It has 
been said that thoughts are things, that they 
actually possess dynamic power.  We know 
the powers of atomic energy and about the 
astonishing and enormous energy that exists 
in the universe.  The same force of energy is 
resident in the human mind.  Nothing on 
earth is greater than the human mind in 
potential power.  Bible says “According to 
your faith be it unto you”. (Mathew IX – 
29). 
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